Reflection on: Matthew 21:1-11- Journey to the cross
Begin with an opening prayer
God of the journey,
of the beginning and the end
and the promise of new beginnings,
we come before you on this day
when we remember Jesus journeying to Jerusalem,
to sing our Hosannas to your Holy Name.
Amen.
Read the passage
Consider different ways to read the text. For example, hearing it in more than one version of the Bible.
Matthew 21: 1-11
21 As they approached Jerusalem and came to Bethphage on the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent two disciples, 2 saying to them, “Go to the village ahead of you, and at once you will find a donkey tied there, with her colt by her. Untie them and bring them to me. 3 If anyone says anything to you, say that the Lord needs them, and he will send them right away.”
4 This took place to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet:
5 “Say to Daughter Zion,
    ‘See, your king comes to you,
gentle and riding on a donkey,
    and on a colt, the foal of a donkey.’”[a]
6 The disciples went and did as Jesus had instructed them. 7 They brought the donkey and the colt and placed their cloaks on them for Jesus to sit on. 8 A very large crowd spread their cloaks on the road, while others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road. 9 The crowds that went ahead of him and those that followed shouted,
“Hosanna[b] to the Son of David!”
“Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!”[c]
“Hosanna[d] in the highest heaven!”
10 When Jesus entered Jerusalem, the whole city was stirred and asked, “Who is this?”
11 The crowds answered, “This is Jesus, the prophet from Nazareth in Galilee.”
Explore and respond to the text
Start by reading the Bible notes below. You may want to read them more than once or pause after each paragraph to reflect on what you have read.
 Bible notes
In the Gospel of John, Jesus visits Jerusalem regularly as a pilgrim at the great Jewish feasts. The other Gospels concentrate on his final Passover visit, during which he is arrested and executed.
We might easily imagine the holy city in chaos at Passover, the most important of the great Jewish festivals. Pilgrims from all over the Jewish diaspora around the Mediterranean, together with Gentile visitors, swell the local population. Passover was the most volatile of the festivals, with its reminders of liberation from Egyptian captivity. In the law of Moses, it is instituted as a ‘day of remembrance’ that extends to future generations, who remember God’s deliverance as if it is actually happening to them (Exodus 12:14). With popular feelings so ramped up, the Roman occupying power raised its profile, as the governor moved into his residence and additional troops were drafted in. Hopes of a free, independent state of Judea had been rumbling in Jerusalem for well over a century. Passover always threatened to turn the rumble into a roar, especially when pilgrims spread branches on the road to remember Simon, who liberated Jerusalem from foreign rule in 141 BC (see 1 Maccabees 13:51).
Jesus was careful to avoid becoming the focus of popular dissent, hence his deliberately staged arrival on a donkey. Matthew’s interpretation of words from Zechariah 9:9 has Jesus riding a donkey and its foal. This is Matthew’s way of emphasising the significance of these particular Scriptures. Jesus chooses to enter the holy city at Passover as its humble king: not the son of David the soldier, but the son of David the healer (David’s son Solomon was known as a healer). The message is directed to Galilean pilgrims, including his disciples, who see him as messianic. Israel’s true king ‘comes in the name of the Lord’ (v.9) – words from Psalm 118:26, one of the psalms sung at Passover – in humble obedience to God.
Jerusalem is in turmoil, but for Matthew this is more than Passover commotion. It recalls the impact of the magi, who came looking for the ‘king of the Jews’ (2:1-3). For all his humility, Jesus has been a disturbing presence throughout Matthew’s Gospel, which continues as his entry gives way to his arrest and execution as ‘king of the Jews’ (27:11,37).
Reflection
Spend a few moments thinking about what stands out for you from the Bible reading. This idea may help.
In many UK towns and cities, public celebrations of sporting victories are the nearest we get to public religious festivals. In other parts of the world, people readily take to the streets to celebrate holy days and seasons, including Holy Week and Easter. Jesus celebrated the story of his people at Jerusalem’s Passover festival, only to become the focus of celebration through his journey to the cross. Our Palm Sunday processions may not be huge in number or replicate the atmosphere of this first Palm Sunday, but they are a sign of victory and worship.
Questions for reflection
You may wish to use these questions and the picture to help you think about or discuss issues arising from this week’s Bible passage.
	[image: ]
	


Questions
· In what ways does this Palm Sunday painting by Mark Jennings capture the essence of Holy Week?
· What does Holy Week tell us about the nature of God (who Jesus is) and the nature of humanity?
· How can you keep Christ central to your journey through Holy Week?
 A prayer to end.
Lord, as we go with you into this Holy Week,
hold us close,
help us to be faithful to you
as we know you are always faithful to us.
As we journey to the cross,
help us to be able to say like the centurion
‘Truly this is God’s Son’. Amen.
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